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The purpose of this paper is to compare selected
Christian and traditional African religious concepts,
their differences and simularities. The main intent of
this paper is to illustrate that African Religious
thought has also taken under consideration various theo¬
logical questions about God and the nature of God.
The resources for African concepts are drawn from
several African groups while L. Harold DeWolf will serve
as a representative of the Protestant Christian tradition.
The geographic location of the various African groups will
differ but it will treat those groups south of the Sahara,
in West Africa, East Africa and South Africa.
According to African peoples, man lives in a reli¬
gious \miverse, so that natural phenomena and objects are
Intimately associated with God. They ean only originate
from Him but also bear witness to Him. Man's tmderstand-
ing of God is strongly coloured by the universe of which
man is himself a part. Man sees in the universe not only
the imprint but the reflection of God; whether that image
is marred or clearly focused and defined, it is neverthe¬
less an image of God, the only image known in traditional
i
African society. This then will serve to measure the
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A COMPARATIVE STUDY OP SELECTED
CONCEPTS IN AFRICAN RELIGIONS
AND CHRISTIANITY
MY FIRST CONSIDERATION IS THE ONMIPOTENCE OP GOD.
One of the historic doctrines of the Christian commu¬
nity is the belief in the omnipotence of God, DeWolf dis¬
cusses this attribute of God from two points. The first
is "voliintary Limitation." That God is Lord means either
that He wills to be known and acknowledged by man or that
He is known and acknowledged by man as the One to whom man
Tinconditionally belongs. Because God lives to be and can
be Lord only in this way. He places Himself face to face
with an independent Creature, For only an Independent
Creature can know and acknowledge. So the volimtary self-
liinitation of God is not a metaphysical finitude of power
but a moral exercise of power,^
The second point is that of "Limitation of His Rational
Nature," If we are to avoid nonsensical notions of God's
power, it is necessary also to deny that He can contradict
1
L, Harold DeWolf, A Theology of the Living Church
(New York: Harper and Row, 1965) , p, lOl;.,
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His own nature. God is true to His nat\ire: the recog¬
nition of such a limitation is not a denial of God's
omnipotence in the historic sense. God could not act
2
contrary to His own perfect being.
In traditional African religions, God's omnipotence
is a concept that is relatively easy for African peoples
to conceptualize. Among some peoples such as the Yoruba
of West Africa, one of the names for God describes Him as
"the all/powerful" or "the Almighty." God's omnipotence
is revealed in practical terms. The Yoruba mi^t say of
duties or challenges, that they are "easy to do as that
which God performs, difficulty to do as that which God
•j
enables not.""^
The Zulu of South Africa speak of Him as "He who bends
down even majesties", and "He who roars so that all nations
are struck with terror." The Zulu conceive of God's power
in political terms also, which for such a powerful nation




E.B. Idowu, Olodumare, God In Yoruba Belief (New
York: Harper & Brothers, 19^2jZ ^4-0*
W. Smith, African Idea of God (London: Holborn
Publishing House, 1961). p. 109.
2
The Ngombe who live in the extremely thick forest in
the Congo see God’s omnipotence in relation to the forest,
and praise Him as "the One who clears the forest." The
forest is recognized as a symbol of power by the Ngombe
and no doubt they struggle constantly to keep it under some
form of control. Yet this is no problem for God, therefore
He is omnipotent.^
In comparing DeWolf’s concepts as representing the
Protestant Christian tradition and the concepts held and
practiced in traditional African religions, there is little
difference as to the omnipotence of God. Unlike the Chris¬
tian tradition, Africans do not raise questions about self¬
limitation or limitations in any form what so ever. In
the traditional African stream, "God is omnipotent" in the
most practical sense of the word. It is at this point
that there is a difference between Christianity, as repre¬
sented by DeWolf, and traditional African religions.
THE NEXT TOPIC IS THAT OP THE OIMISCIENCE OF GOD.
According to DeWolf, the knowledge of God, however,
must be limited by His own nature and purpose. If God
knows now every choice any man will ever make, then every
^John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy
(New York; Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers, 1969). P. 32.
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choice is already determined and freedom Is an Illusion.
It may be objected that God's knowledge of the future is
not throu^ inference from present reality, but is an
immediate transtemporal perception and hence does not imply
a present determination of the future. If men have any
margin of free will whatever, then God's foreknowledge of
some of their choices must be a knowledge of probability,
not of certainties.^
In traditional African religions, God's omniscience
is also acknowledged. One must first understand that God's
omniscience in the African tradition is derived out of the
concept of wisdom, so African religions confer upon God
the highest possible position of honor and respect, for
wisdom commands great respect in the traditional African
societies. In doing so, people admit that man's wisdom,
however great, is limdted, incomplete and acquired. On the
other hand, God's omniscience is absolute, unlimited and
7
intrinsically part of His eternal nature and being.'
To acknowledge the omniscience of God, various names
have been attributed to Him. For example, the Zulu of South
^L. Harold DeWolf, A Theology of The Living Church
(New York; Harper & Row, 196b). pp. 105 - 109.
"^John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy
(New York; Frederick A. Praegar, PublishersT1969)• p.
Africa speak of God as "the Wise One", and to the Akan,
He is referred to as "He who knows or sees all." It is
a common saying among the Yoruba of West Africa that
"only God is wise" and they believe that God is the
Discerner of hearts who sees both the inside and outside
of man. Other names describe Him as the "Watcher of
Q
everything" or "His ears are long,"
Whether or not people literally think of God as hav¬
ing one or more eyes, or long ears, is none importance,
the point is that they regard Him as the omniscient from
whom nothing is hidden, since nothing can escape His vision,
hearing or knowledge. He knows everything, observes every¬
thing and hears everything, without limitation and without
9
exception. Surely, no man can honestly say that those
African expression, listed above do not carry the same mean¬
ing that Christianity attributes to the understanding of
God's omniscience. In traditional African religions, God
is concretized in terms of the conceptualization the people
have of Him. Unlike the Christian definition DeWolf gives^
"God's foreknowledge must be a knowledge of probability,
8
Joseph B. Danquah, ^e Akan Doctrine of God (London;
Prank Cass & Co, LTD,, 1968), p.
John S. I'Tblti, African Religions and Philosophy
(New York; Frederick A, Praeger, Publishers,1969)» p, 31•
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not certainties," The African concept or* definition says
that He "knows" without limitations and without exception.
IN TERMS OP GOD'S OMNIPRESENCE, DEWOLP HAS THIS TO SAY.
God is real. Indeed, He is the most real in the sense
that He is the source and sustaining ground and meaning
of all reality. So bound are human imaginations to spatial
terms that undisciplined minds often find it very difficult
to think of the truly spiritual as real. The ignorant
frequently fail completely to grasp the conception of a
God who is at once real in the fullest possible sense and
• •, 10
spiritual.
Yet there is a truth and an important one expressed
in the somewhat misleading doctrine of the divine omni¬
presence. God is not a being that fill all space nor by
some kind of magic is literally in every place at once.
The truth of the doctrine of omnipresence is that God is
not limited by space. His knowledge embraces all events,
wherever located in our spatial experience.
10
L. Harold DeWolf, A Theology of The Living Church




Traditional African religious concepts on the omni¬
presence of God is more or less leaning in the same
direction. The Bamum of the Cameroon express their under¬
standing of God's omnipresence by attributing this name
to God (Njinyi or Nnui) which means: "He who is everywhere,"
VJhen the Ila of Sambia say that "God has nowhere or nowhen"
IP
they are expressing the same thoughts as the Bamum,
It is in spiritual terms that Christians as represent¬
ed by DeV/olf, conceive of God, The Pygmy of the Congo
reveal their understanding of God as Spirit in this hymn:
In the beginning was God, today is God,
tomorrow will be God, V/ho can make an
image of God? He has no body. He is
a word which comes out of your mouth.
That wordl it is no more, it isppast,
and still it lives I So is God,
THE UHITY OP GOD
DeWolf says that it is no accident that as religious
people increase in knowledge, in powers of discipline, in
systematic thought and in depth of cultural experience^ they
tend to move toward monotheism. There is considerable
evidence that God is, indeed "One," Only if God is conceived
Cass Vw, •—j,- I
Wisdom (London: Prank
7
as fully one is His own nature can He be worshiped and
served with wholeness of devotion,
In traditional African religious, people think of
God as self existent and pre-eminent. Prom the Zulu
of South Africa, we get a clear expression of this con¬
cept. They give Him one name which means: "He who is
of Himself" or "He who came of Himself into being." The
Bambuti of the Congo think that God "was the first, who
had always been in existence and would never dle.^^
The Gikuyu of Kenya believe that:
God has no father nor mother, nor wife
nor children; He is all alone. He is
neither a child nor an old man; He is
the same today as He was yesterday. ^
thjS concept of good and evil
According to DeV/olf, the greatest theoretical diffi¬
culty confronting the Christian faith is the problem of
evil. Since evil is experienced, it seems apparent that
L. Harold DeWolf, A Theology of The Living Church
(New York: Harper & Row, 1966). pp. 91 & 93«
li4-
Paul I. Schebesta, My Pypmy and Negro Hosts
(London: Hutchinson, 1936). p. 17•
15
T. C. Young, African Ways and Wisdom (London:
Frank Cass & Co. LTD,, 1937)14^*
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either God could not or would not make the world without
it. He could but would not, it looks as if He preferred
to do evil along with Good. Hence doubt is cast upon His
perfect goodness. But if He lacked power to accomplish
His purpose in all its perfection, then He is free from
blame, so long as it is believed He has done as well as
He could.This is the concept present in Pinitistic
Theism says DeWolf.
The solution to this problem DeWolf says, there must
always be a vast margin of mystery when we confront the
ways of God. Indeed, if we could understand the whole
meaning of suffering, perhaps it would fail fuHy to
serve its purpose for us .... Yet when we do not know
why or how this pain or that crushing loss is meant to
aid us we can trust Him who in the hour of anguish assures
us, as He did St. Paul, that "in everything God works for
17
good with those who love him."
In the traditional African religious concept, God is
essentially good, and there are many situations in which
He is credited with doing good to His people. The Ewe
16
L. Harold DeV/olf, A Theology of The Living Church
(New York: Harper & Row, 1965}. p. 132.
Ibid,, p. Il4.3»
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of Ghana and Dahomey in West Africa, firmly hold that
"He is good, for He has never withdrawn from us the
H A
good things which He gave us,"
The Akan of Kenya in East Africa, view the problem
of evil in the following manner. God does not stand over
against His creation, but is involved in it. If we
postulate as some Christians do, the principle that makes
for good "in this world", God, stands over against the
community, is external to it, and commands it with a will
of "this world", and if the aforesaid principle is omnip¬
otent, and is also responsible as Creator of this world,
then the existence of physical evil or pain which is thus,
at the same time, taken to be independent of that, prin¬
ciple, becomes an insoluble mystery. It is quite obviously
\intenable to have in one universe an omnipotent God as
well as a dominant or omnipotent evil which came into
19
existence as issue of no one's creative activity.
In this instance, it would appear that God could only
do good and therefore no evil is attributed to Him. The
traditional African religious concept does not even con-
18
John S, Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy
(New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers, 1969). p. 36.
19
Joseph B. Danquah, The Akan Doctrine of God
(London: Frank Cass & Co. LTD,, 1968). p. 88.
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sider the evilness of God, or rather the ability of God
to do evil. It also appears as if the Christian defini¬
tion given by DeWolf in his solution to the problem is
related to that which is adhered to in traditional
African religions. God can only do good for those who
have come to experience His presence and love Him,
To illustrate this even more, the Ila of Zambia say
that God cannot be charged with an offence, since He is
above the level of fault, failure, wrong and unrighteous¬
ness; in the eyes of the Yoruba of Nigeria, God is the
20
pure King idio is without blemish.
UNIVERSAL ORDER
On this matter, \aniversal order is not independent
of God nor is this natural order unalterable, God remains
master of the universe. He made plants grow and animals
multiply, but He does not have to act to give fertility in
each case. The scholastic distinction between prime cause
and secondary causes can very well be applied to the Ruanda
concept. They believe that God acts as the prime cause of
20
John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy
(New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers, 1969), p. 36.
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the Txniverse and therefore any event may be imputed to
Him. On the other hand, nature itself includes the
secondary cause which accotints for the regular vinfolding
21of its course.
The Ruanda also believe that without God, the universe
would not continue to exist and his action is necessary to
maintain life. God's action, however, is not manifested
in particular Interventions; it is conceived rather as an
Tinderlying force which sustains the whole universe but
does not interfere in the development of the life of
22
nature.
Those accounts of universal order are obvious African.
On the matter of universal order DeWolf has the following
to say on this subject. The protective coloring of many
birds and other creatures, the oil sac and oiling instincts
of water fowl, the remarkable relation of mutual helpful¬
ness between bees and flowering plants, the Intricate
organization of the eye in all the hi^er animals, and many




Daryll Ford, African Worlds (London;
University Press, I960), p. 167.
Oxford
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devising means for the accomplishment of specific pur-
23
pose. The point DeWolf is driving home is that there
i3 a deliberate purpose operative in the universe apart
from the purposive efforts of man.
In comparing the concepts which grows out of tradi¬
tional African religions with that of the Christian con¬
cept by DeWolf, both seem to agree that there is Divine
order apart from that tenative order of man. They seem
to differ at the point that nature has a rhythm that is
unalterable. African belief is that nature has an xm-
folding drama that is expected to continue. DeWolf on
the other hand does not consider primary and secondary
causes of universal order, xinless some consideration is
given to his Divine purpose and man's tenative order in
nature.
THE LOVE OP GOD
Christians have rightly seen in the crucifixtion of
Christ not only a manifestation of human loyalty, courage
and loving sacrifice, but also a revelation of God's love,
which calls for man to have no less consideration for one
23
L. Harold DeV/olf, A Theology of The Living Church
(New York: Harper & Row, 1960). pp. 50» 51•
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another. ^
As for the love of God in the traditional African
religious concept, there are practically no direct say¬
ing which deals with "God's love." This concept is re¬
flected in the dally lives of the peoples, in which it
is rare to hear people talking about this love, but
instead it is action that denotes this awareness, in
other words people experience the love of God in concrete
acts and blessing; and they assume that He loves them,
otherwise He would not have created them. Thus, people
experience the love of God, even though they do not speak
of it as though it were detached from His activities. ^
It appears that the concept of the 'love of God" is
above rhetoric and falseness in African religions simply
because this love or the awareness of this love must be
acknowledged in terms of action rather than just being
able to theologize about it. In other words the "love
of God" and all of its implications is a way of life.
In the section of DeWolf's book which deals with the
love of God, this concept means that Jesus was the Inter-
Ibid., p. 265*
John S. Mbitl, African Religions and Philosophy
New York! Frederick a"^ Praeger, Publishers, 19^9) • p. 38*
cessor who brought man and God Into a loving relation.
His, Jesus, crucifixion served the purpose of redeem¬
ing man. However because this love is only spoken of,
generally, it is not a way of life in concreteness and
action. The implications are there but they are spas¬
modically acted upon.
GOD AND MAN
In the religious consciousness of the Akan, God and
man do not stand apart like the moon and the tides, the
one doing the will of the other, irrespective of the con¬
ditions of a moral and religious life, a life which in man
is not only social and elevated but is also profoundly
material. God and man are forever linked in a relation¬
ship that is commvinal from its first beginnings at a lower
level of which we sometimes do not like to be reminded.
God and man are not in a polarity of subject and object.
According to the account given by DeWolf on "God and
man" he states that man too had a weak and helpless begin¬
ning and had it not been for something which preceded him
he would not have existed. If man be thou^t of as a prod-
26
Joseph B. Danquah, The Akan Doctrine of God (London:
Frank Cass & Co. LTD, 1968TT p”^ 25*
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uct of matter, the explanatory principle is still within
the realm of conditioned, dependent existence. Every
material thing is a product of previous process, or rather
is a kind of momentary convergence of various lines of
process. Every process which we confront in our experience
is going on because of other processes and the order which
27connects all processes.
What DeWolf is saying in this doctrine of man is what
man is not just another unconnected piece of matter but
that which has gone before him is connected with man and
that prior force is the Divine or God.
IMMORTALITY
In traditional African beliefs concerning immortality,
the dead are referred to as the living/dead as long as
the deceased can be remembered by a person or persons who
still lives, but when the dead can no longer be remembered
the cycle of life has then been completed. The grave is
the seal of everything, even if a person survives and
continues to exist in the next world, there is nothing to
L. Harold DeWolf, A Theology of The Living Church
(New York; Harper & Row, 196d). p^ 96.
16
23hope for. Death is the end of the complete man.
To really understand immortality as it is expressed
in traditional African religions, one must understand the
importance of time, marriage and the important element of
reproduction or birth. The concept of immortality is
seen only as long as one member of a family especially the
adults can be remembered by other persons or person in the
immediate family. Other than this, there is no such thing
as life after death and a better life in the thereafter.
God's Intent for man, according to traditional African
religious belief, is to live a good life in the present
world, for the grave ends the cycle of life.
This concept of personal immortality is very impor¬
tant, therefore it is a duty, religious and ontological,
for everyone to get married; and if a man had no children
or only daughters, he finds another wife who can produce
children or sons. Procreation is the absolute way of In-
sixring that a person is not cut off from personal immoral-
28
John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy




On this subject, the Christian concept of immortality
according to DeWolf may be stated in this manner.
Our concern here is not with some supposed inherent
immortality of "man without God." Man neither creates nor
sustains his own life. How could he leap over death and
live again, this time by his own powers? No Biblical
writer not the church in any age has ever dreamed of affirm¬
ing the immortality of man apart from God. DeWolf also
states that the doctrine that death ends all seems so firm¬
ly grounded in the vdiole modern, scientifically oriented
interpretation of the world that there can be no question
of a future destiny and the story of Jesus is dismissed
in advance because there is a resurrection in the heart of
lt.30
The length of life will be worthy of our aspiration
only if the quality of life is secured. Indeed, it is
the qualitative rebirth of life experienced by Christians
which makes immortality a living reality to them. But be¬
fore we can examine this Christian meaning of eternal life,
which is qualitatively as well as quantitatively different
30
L. Harold DeWolf, A Theology of The Livinp; Church
(New York: Harper & Row, 1966). p. 2l6.
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from the moral life of the flesh, we must first see
Jesus, for He first lived victoriously and then triumphed
over death. It was "our Savior Christ Jesus", who has
"brought life and immortality to light through the
gospel.
Here again we can see the difference in the concept
of immortality presented by Christians, as represented by
DeWolf, and that concept found in traditional African
religions. In Christianity, immortality hinges on the res-
Tirrection of Jesus Christ, while in the African tradition,
personal immortality hinges on whether or not a person can
be remembered by his family or the continuation of his





What I have attempted to illustrate throughout this
paper is to show that whether one is Christian or African,
in the traditional sense; the religious belief and prac¬
tice enshrine the attitudes of men to their daily needs,
and the way in which their satisfaction is safeguarded.
The African sees these rituals observance as the
supreme safeguard of the basic needs of his existence and
of the basic relations that make up his social order, land,
cattle, rain, bodily health and state. The mystical values
reflect the general import of the basic elements of exist-
32
ence. The Christian approaches his religion under the
same pretext. If religion is not functional it is dis-
functional and without a place in the religious arena.
Religion is not just the province of one particular
class, though there are specialist in ritual. Nor is it
only for those who feel piously Inclined, though there
are differences of temperment. But religion enters into
the life of every individual, not apart from that community
but a part of that community.
^^leoffrey Parrinder, African Traditional Religion
(London: 3.P.C.K., 1962). p. 2?.
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